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The Steps of New York's City Hall: Closed to the Public

City Planners Realize Windfalls for e
Developers and Oppose Inclusionary Zoning

NeEw York City

By Alex Schafran SREcIAL:
MANHATTAN

New York City’s planners are rezoning land left and right to make way for new housing. They refuse to PROJECTS
adopt, however, a tried-and-true method of city planning to ensure that some of the new housing goes to Cc :

< z ; ; . : : OMMUNITY
meet the dire housing needs of working-class people.That method, inclusionary zoning, mandates or gives PLANNING
incentives to developers so that a certain proportion of new housing units are affordable to people with
modest incomes. It has been used successfully all over the country, but the New York City Department of GREEN
City Planning (DCP) proclaims that equity principles have no place in zoning, as they proudly create wind- BUILDING

fall profits for landowners.
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Historically working-class neighborhoods that are getting up-zoned, like Hell’s Kitchen in
Manhattan and Williamsburg in Brooklyn (Utne Reader calls it the third hippest nelghborhood in MORE...
the country), have been particularly hard-hit by both the overall housing crisis and [Co n page 7]
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Planning in New York City:
Walls that Divide, Bridges that Unite

By Tom Angotti

As the preeminent global center of capitalism,
New York City thrives on the free flow of capital.
But it’s not so liberal when it comes to the move-
ment of people. More and more walls are going up
that divide people and neighborhoods and restrict
freedoms in public space. The city's planners are
helping to build these walls, through their actions
and inaction.

Since 9/11, fear and gentrification have reinforced
the city’s historic trends of scgregation by class
and race. Real estate developers, with the help of
city planners, are busy chopping up neighbor-
hoods into thousands of private enclaves - office
parks, malls, superstores, gated buildings and
exclusive communities. The city’s most notable
public spaces-its sidewalks-are getting fenced off
and restricted by draconian policing and surveil-
lance measures. The most dramatic of these incur-
sions takes place during massive street demonstra-
tions like those planned for the Republic National
Convention this August.

The tourist literature describes New York as the
most “diverse” city in the world. 60% are people of
color, and over a third are foreign-born, represent-
ing every nation on the earth. But behind the
veneer of ethnic harmony lie gaping inequalities
as wide as those to be found throughout the
empire whose economic center is arguably here
on Wall Street. Record unemployment and home-
lessness, skyrocketing housing costs, shrinking
public services, racial profiling, epidemics of
HIV/AIDS, asthma and tuberculosis in communi-
ties of color.These are as much a part of the reali-
ty in New York City as glitzy Times Square, artsy
Soho, and snooty Rockefeller Center. New York
City looks a lot like the rest of the world. The bal-
ance of economic and political power still rests
with the minority of European descent who keep
a tight grip on the reins.

Bloomberg's Master Plans

Michael Bloomberg, Gotlum’s billionaire mayor
since 2000, is the 29th richest man in the country.
He s commander-in-chief of a new downtown
development boom reminiscent of the bad old
days of Robert Moses. Through his energetic
Deputy Mayor Daniel Doctoroff, the mayor has
issued several gargantuan master plans. These are
based on a pro-growth economic development
philosophy that sees new offices and apartments
automatically meeting the needs for jobs and hous-
ing, though they will likely go to the upper strata
who, after all, need them the least. The rezoning
schemes that follow these plans will push out
good industrial jobs and jack up rents in sur-
rounding areas, resulting in net losses for working
class people.

Bloomberg’s ambitious strategy includes dumping
ten million square fect of office space on the
World Trade Center site, rezoning Hells
Kitchen/Clinton on the west side of Manhattan for
another 28 million square feet, and squeezing ten
million square feet into downtown Brooklyn.
Never mind that there is already fifty million
square feet of vacant office space in the city. Tens
of thousands of new apartments, mostly built for
the high end of the market, will accompany the
office towers so that ¢xecutives and their families
will be able to walk to work, while most of us will
be stuck on the increasingly crowded and costly
mass transit system. As more working people are
forced to move further and further away from
these new luxury cnclaves to find affordable hous-
ing, the city will look more and more like a dis-
jointed amalgamation of sepuate enclaves,

The real question New Yorkers have to face is not
how many jobs and how muny housing units will
new real estate deals cresite but what kind of city
do we want? The city's planners have allowed
the public dialogue 1o be alwui whether or not
there should be another filty mitllion square feet
of office space, not about hiow the city can cre-
ate and maintain healthy and viable neighbor-
hoods. What kind of cconomic [Cont. on page 24]
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7th Generation [cont. from page 2]

activities will occupy the old and new commercial
space? Will it be the parasitical Wall Street firms
that thrive by trading, or stealing, other people’s
hard-earned money? Or will it be for a diverse
local economy that actually produces something
of value to people? Who will live in the new apart-
ments? Will they be affordable to anyone who
actually has to work for a living?

The Un-Giuliani

One of the most common compliments heard
about Bloomberg is that he’s not Rudy Giuliani,
who preceded Bloomberg as mayor for eight years
and was one of the most divisive and racially
insensitive (to be kind) mayors in recent history.
Giuliani unleashed police in communities of color
where racial profiling was standard practice and
cops killed unarmed people, including children.
Giuliani’s authoritarian style also killed a lot of
innovation in city government (though there were
some notable exceptions that went under his
radar). People and organizations on his hit list
were threatened and reviled. Communities of
color couldn’t even get up the steps of City Hall
(he banned demonstrations there except for rallies
by his pals) much less into the mayor’s office.

Michael Bloomberg, on the other hand, is courteous
and listens. He changed the climate around City Hall
to one of relative openness, and immediately
engaged in discussions with African American lead-
ers who Giuliani refused to even meet with. He’s
been kinder and more fair in cutting up the budget
pie (though in part this is due to the new and more
progressive City Council). But his priority is still to
do the right thing for business. His giant develop-
ment plans bring smiles to the bank and real estate
moguls that Bloomberg rubs elbows with at black
tie dinners.To those of us who remember life before
Giuliani, it’s back to the usual corporate plutocracy.
A new day isn’t dawning yet.

But what has Bloomberg done with the capital he
earned among those battered by the previous
mayor? Not much. He got control of the school sys-
tem, previously run by an independent board. But
he’s shaped the new educational system like a cor-
poration.A recent sweetheart deal with Snapple to
sell their product in the schools would indicate
that the ruling philosophy is “no corporate friend
of the mayor left behind” In a sign that he’s pre-
pared to use weapons from the Giuliani arsenal,
Bloomberg recently fired three of his appointees
to the city’s educational advisory panel because
they went against his rigid edict aimed at elimi-
nating “social promotion.”

The Compliant City Planning Department

The Department of City Planning (DCP) has been
a dutiful servant of Bloomberg’s downtown strate-
gies. They churn out rezoning proposals without
any rigorous comprehensive planning or partner-
ship with community based organizations.
They’ve abandoned Giuliani’s outright contempt
for the city’s 59 community boards, but their new
approach includes consultation without giving
neighborhoods any real, meaningful role in deci-
sion making. For example, the neighborhoods of
Greenpoint and Williamsburg in Brooklyn spent
years completing their own community plans,
with marginal support by DCP. These plans were
approved by the City Planning Commission and
City Council in December 2001. Today, DCP is
pushing a rezoning of these neighborhoods that
openly violates the planning principles estab-
lished in the community plans. The community
plans call for mixed use development and afford-
able housing, but DCP is advancing a rezoning
that will make both virtually impossible. DCP is
willing to meet with community groups and lead-
ers, but it is clear that in the end they are going to
do what they and the mayor want. Can this be
called participatory planning?

A more substantive problem with DCP is that they
refuse to support inclusionary zoning. In an amaz-
ingly blatant distortion of the truth and violation
of professional ethics, department representatives
go around saying that inclusionary zoning doesn’t
work and that zoning shouldn’t be used to make
social policy. Yet their massive downtown upzon-
ings include abundant opportunities for overnight
windfall profits to landowners and developers--
profits that, due to a biased social policy, never
make their way back into the public sector that
created them. At the same time, the department is
working overtime in its campaign for low-density
contextual zoning in outlying upper class neigh-
borhoods. These downzonings are welcomed by
advocates of exclusion because they help keep
out affordable housing and the working people
who would live in that housing.

The Bridges

There is hope for New York. We have a long lega-
cy of struggle by people organized in associa-
tions, unions and communities. For the past cen-
tury, we’ve had one of the largest and most
dynamic tenant and community movements. New
York City was always a center for a strong labor
movement and socialist and communist parties.
During the Depression, unemployed councils
blocked evictions. New York City was a model for
a strong public sector and public works during

the New Deal. In the 19505 and 1960s, in tandem
with the civil rights movement, neighborhoods
fought many battles against the urban renewal
bulldozer.As a result of this dynamic history, New
York City has the nation’s largest stock of public
housing, cooperative housing, municipally-
owned housing, and mutual housing; a large pub-
lic hospital system; and a 24-campus city univer-
sity. As a result of organized labor and communi-
ties, these institutions have been mostly saved
from the neo-liberal privatization schemes of the
last three decades.

Not known to most people are the city’s impres-
sive grass roots achievements in community
planning. In 1959, the first major community
plan was born in the Lower East Side (in
Manhattan) when a group of activists stopped
the Robert Moses urban renewal project that
would have destroyed 12 blocks and displaced
thousands. Frances Goldin, Esther Rand, and
Thelma Burdick formed the core of a determined
group that demonstrated, organized, and
launched their own plan. After extensive com-
munity participation, the first Cooper Square
Plan was prepared in 1961 under the direction of
Walter Thabit, founder of Planners for Equal
Opportunity, a national organization of advocacy
planners that was Planners Network’s predeces-
sor. In more than forty years of struggle and
determined advocacy, Cooper Square has over-
seen the preservation and development of a large
stock of low-income housing, enough to slow
down the gentrification process in this historic
working class neighborhood. Sixty percent of the
housing units they have supported in the Cooper
Square area are for people with low and very low
incomes. Their Mutual Housing Association and
land trust provide security of tenure for tenants
at a time when rents and real estate values are
going off the charts and many affordable units
are being converted to market rents.

There are many more dramatic stories of grass
roots planning. The Planning Center of the
Municipal Art Society recently catalogued over 70
community plans in New York City. Many emerged
from local struggles to save neighborhoods and
avert displacement. All of them were done with
minimal support by the city. Three years ago, mem-
bers of community based organizations, civic
organizations, community boards (the city’s official
body for neighborhood-level decision making) and
professionals formed the Task Force on
Community-based Planning in an effort to get the
city to treat them as partners in land use planning.
The Task Force continues to lobby elected officials
and city agencies to bring about a change in the
city’s planning policies.

Environment and Environmental Justice

In recent years, one of the most important sup-
porters of community planning has been the envi-
ronmental justice movement. While corporate real
estate developers take over every inch of devel-
opable property, industrially-zoned land in and
near working class neighborhoods and communi-
ties of color is a target for waste transfer stations,
sewage plants, bus garages and noxious industries.
The city’s planners, unable or unwilling to con-
front the inherent racism of such an unbalanced
land use pattern, are making things worse by
refusing to establish regulations that insure every
neighborhood will have its fair share of such facil-
ities. Instead, they perpetuate this pattern by pro-
tecting wealthy enclaves from what they love to
call “inappropriate” development and refusing to
impose restrictions in poor neighborhoods.

One of the major planning challenges facing New
York City is its chaotic and unjust transportation
system. To its credit, DCP advances innovations
like traffic calming, bicycle lanes and greenways.
But policy is mostly determined by the city’s
Department of Transportation (DOT), which is sin-
gle-mindedly dedicated to the objective of moving
as many automobiles through the city streets as
quickly as possible. As a result, New York remains
in violation of the nation’s clear air regulations.
The other major policy maker is the Metropolitan
Transportation Authority, a state-run agency that
strongly favors its suburban commuters and runs
buses that are major polluters and forever stuck in
traffic because DOT won’t reduce the number of
autos. Transportation Alternatives and
Straphangers Campaign are leaders among the
many civic and community groups demanding
that city policy be balanced and serve the needs of
the vast majority of people who walk and who
would bike, not the small minority who ride their
SUVs to work or to see a Broadway show.

Another challenge that planners have failed to
meet is addressing the needs of communities with
new immigrants. The foreign-born and first gener-
ation immigrants are not adequately represented
in the city’s decision making bodies. For example,
there are three large Chinatowns in New York City
but for the first time ever one of them finally has
a representative in the City Council. Many new
immigrant communities maintain close ties to
their countries of origin and are loosely connect-
ed to their neighborhoods. Many feel intimidated
by the post-9/11 climate of fear and renewed
racism, and reluctant to engage in any dialogue
that might involve government. In this environ-
ment, how can there be an effective partnership
for community planning?
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